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Overview 


I compiled data on 340 notable alumni across 45 Chicago Public Neighborhood 
High school and then categorized why each alumna and alumnus is “notable.” 

I became interested in the role of notable alumni and their school legacies when I 
was an Assistant Principal at Farragut Career Academy, the Alma mater of Kevin 


Garnett, Pat Sajak, Sonny Parker, and actress Kim Novak. 


My fundamental assumption is that notable alumni and their 
accomplishments have an important—if incalculable—impact on what 
students believe is possible and “achievable.” 

I hope this report affects what the general public and city decision-makers 


believe is possible and achievable for our students. 


What would we do differently if we all believed our next generation 


of lawyers, doctors, leaders, engineers, entertainers, athletes, and 


Olympians would graduate from CPS High Schools? 


Key Findings 


There were 340 Notable Alumni. 


Hyde Park Academy took the lead with 34 notable alumni, Senn was 
next up with 27. 

There were 5 Nobel Prize Winners. 

Approximately 46% of the Notable alumni are deceased. 

Regarding notable athletes, 42 were notable in football (12% of total 
notable alumni), 36 in basketball (~11% of total alumni), and 29 in 
baseball (~9% of total alumni). 

There were 13 Olympians. 

Over 68% of notable alumni were either notable for their contributions 


in Sports or Entertainment. 


Other interesting alumni facts: 


Pulitzer Prize winner Gwendolyn Brooks attended Hyde Park 
Academy. Other notable Hyde Park alumni include Amelia Earhart, 
Gwendolyn Brooks, Minnie Ripperton, and Hugh Hefner. 

Alumnus George E. Johnson, Sr. of Phillips was the first African 
American businessman to have a company listed on the American Stock 
Exchange. Other Phillips alumnus included Sam Cooke and Nat King 
Cole. 


¢ Politician Sydney Yates from Lake View was the longest serving house 
rep from the state of Illinois. 

¢ Pat Sajak of “Wheel of Fortune” and Kevin Garnett both graduated 
from Farragut Career Academy as well Vertigo actress Kim Novak. 

e Famed “Untouchable” law enforcer Eliot Ness attended Fenger on the 


city’s South Side. 


Narrative 


I worked for over 7 years in Chicago Public School, five of which were in public 
neighborhood high schools as both a teacher and administrator. Neighborhood 
high schools are important because any student in their attendance 
boundary may enroll and attend. 

Whether or not by virtue of this non-exclusivity, I found many of my students 
over the years did not feel successful or special; They weren’t sure the could 
become “successful” as an academic or professional. This seemed especially true 
for my students who had already experienced rejection if they were not accepted 


to a “selective enrollment” high school. 


In my own experiences attending a rural public high school in South Carolina, 
knowing that other people in my town or nearby had “made it” had an 
important- if incalculable- impact on what I believed was possible and 
achievable. (Perhaps the most notable alumni in my recollection was NASA 


astronaut Ron McNair from Lake City, SC.) 


Iam also partially inspired by my own experiences and by research on the 


importance of social capital. 


Assumptions & Limitations 


By far the greatest assumption of this report is that “Notable Alumni” from 
Wikipedia provides an accurate list of alumni who are in fact notable. Indeed, the 
category itself has no exact or formal definition, and yet it seems 

and feels authoritative as hundreds of millions use Wikipedia and as we rely 
more and more on the general wisdom of the crowd. 


Other limitations: 


¢ Only Neighborhood High Schools - | did not include schools like 
Simeon, which is technically categorized as a “Career Academy” and 
which has certain application procedures. Thus, Derrick Rose is not 
included as an alumus in this study. 

« Limited Comparative Value - I have no idea if the distribution of 
talent is similar or dissimilar from more wealthy districts in terms of 
“Notable Alumni.” 

¢« Possible Over-Categorization of Athletes/Entertainers - It’s entirely 
possible that Athletes and Entertainers are universally categorized as 
“Notable” more often than businessmen or women or lawyers, 
politicians, etc. with similar levels of accomplishment. 

¢ Categorization Errors - | made a judgment call for notable alumni in 
regard to categorization that could be questioned/debated. For 
instance, there were some “writer, director, producers” that I 
categorized primarily in the entertainment category vs. arts. 

¢« Length of Alumni Time in CPS- | didn’t find great data on how long 
each alumni attended their given neighborhood high school or even if 


they graduated in some instances. 


Data 


I have made the data I used public in this google spreadsheet. Feel free to make a 


copy and share/add/revise! I hope that this spurs interest beyond my report. 
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I have included a picture below of how I grouped the “major categories” included 


in the pie chart above. Selecting subcategories was subjective in a handful of 


cases. (For instance, the difference between a Musician and a Singer in the case of 


DJ.) 


It’s also worth noting that I included Crane high school. Even though it is now a 


magnet, and not neighborhood high school, this change was recent. All of the 


noted alumni graduated or attended when Crane was a neighborhood high 


school. 


It’s worth noting that a handful of alumni (~5) attended more than one Chicago 
Public Schools. Also, a few “notable” alumni were notable for less than savory 


reasons. 


Summary & Questions 


In Chicago Public Schools, I often heard people joke at student ambitions to 
become professional athletes, and yet the data suggests this is may be a perfectly 
rational dream. Is this because a higher percentage of alumni from 

CPS are notable athletes or because athletic achievements are 

more visible/celebrated? 

Iam still interested in learning whether the percentages here are notably 


different than in other districts /schools. 


I also wonder how neighborhood schools are engaging with notable alumni and 
celebrating their achievements. Moreover, do students know and care about 
these people? Do students find inspiration and pride in these legacies? 

Further, I would love to hear from readers on the impact (or lack thereof) of 


alumni upon your own education and decisions. 


